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Jan Dumolyn and Andrew Murray 
Artist 
»Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it 
under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and 
transmitted from the past.« So wrote Karl Marx. This basic insight into the historical 
sciences is known today as the interaction between structure and agency, between the 
determinative circumstances of social life and the freedom of action to intervene in that 
environment. Such considerations over the limits and potential of human agency have 
not only been central to Marxism, but also to the history of the category »artist«. Indeed, 
this idea precedes Marxist thought by centuries, and it has produced intellectual traditi-
ons and circumstances in which Marxists have had to refine their understanding of the 
relation between the individual and their society. To continue the famous quote we ope-
ned with, these traditions weigh »like a nightmare on the brains of the living«. Blockbus-
ter exhibitions and their scholarly monographs continue to reproduce the idea of the 
genius individual working in abstraction from their society, either by rebelling against 
bourgeois mores or by supposedly producing work expressing universal ideas and expe-
riences. As O. K. Werckmeister argues in his own critique of the exhibition, »Images of 
Man in the Art of the West« (1980), radical art historians have an urgent political agency 
in exposing the ideology inherent to such ideas.1  
Ideally, such a critical position should enter into the literature of exhibitions dedicat-
ed to individual artists. Indeed, a major forthcoming exhibition on one renowned painter 
Jan van Eyck (d. 1441, »Van Eyck: An Optical Revolution«, Ghent, 2020) partly curated 
by one the authors (Jan Dumolyn), offers such an occasion. Van Eyck is a particularly 
important case for reconsidering the concept of »artist«. Although he is among the most 
famous painters of the fifteenth century, that he was Flemish rather than Italian means 
that he does not fully align with the ideal model of the Renaissance artist. Art historians 
have therefore studied his art and career as stemming from the interaction between mul-
tiple centres of cultural production, including courts and towns as well as different Eu-
ropean countries. A historiography of how Marxists have dealt with Van Eyck and Fle-
mish art therefore provides some perspective on how they have revised the concept 
»artist« as well how their ideas on this concept can be extended further.  
The historiography shows that there have been two main vectors for a Marxist cri-
tique of the »artist«: one that, like a lot of non-Marxist historical, sociological and philo-
sophical research, associates the artist with the history of modernity, individuality and 
creative freedom; and another that conceives of artists as an emergent property of specif-
ic fields of production and consumption. This overview will allow us to argue for a 
third, underexplored position: an attention to Antonio Gramsci’s concept of hegemony 
and, more specifically, the strategic means by which artists manipulate the ideology of a 
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society to secure for themselves their desired social and symbolic status. This position, 
we argue, addresses weaknesses in how the two prior Marxist theorisations of the artist 
conceptualise agency. The first position reifies the concepts of individuality and free-
dom, whereas the other reduces such agency to a function of the social field, and thus 
cannot account for how that field can itself be affected by artists. A renewed focus on 
the conception of hegemony would allow the artist to be historicised to particular social 
fields whilst also concretely describing how they produce change within them.  
Although it had undoubtedly circulated before him, the modern history of the concept 
»artist« has its most notable roots in Giorgio Vasari’s Lives of the Great Artists (1550, 
1568). For Vasari, the artist was courtly, erudite and inventive, and the greatest were 
touched by inexplicable, even divine, inspiration and ability. Vasari attributed such 
qualities to the artists he admired unevenly, defining the work of some artists and cities 
(notably, Michelangelo and Florence) as a norm for others. The example of Van Eyck 
throws into relief the merits and limitations of these norms. He developed his career far 
from Florence and although Vasari was aware of his work and abilities he knew little of 
him (evident in his erroneous claim that Van Eyck invented oil painting). Yet, an over-
view of Van Eyck’s life reveals that there is some truth to Vasari’s description of the 
emerging artist as courtly, learned, competitive and conscious of their abilities. Van 
Eyck was a courtier, being retained by Duke Philip the Good of Burgundy as a valet de 
chambre. He was reputed to be learned; the duke claimed that there was no other »so 
excellent in his art and science« (a judgement also echoed in 1456 by the Italian huma-
nist Bartolomeo Facio, who described Van Eyck as »not unlettered, particularly in geo-
metry« as well as a reader of Pliny and other ancient authorities). He promoted himself 
as an individual and not only signed his work, but perhaps made a self-portrait (Portrait 
of a Man, 1433), and certainly included himself within his works as cryptic self-portraits 
in reflective objects, most famously in the Arnolfini Double-Portrait (1434). Furthermo-
re, a personal cult seems to have existed around both Jan and his brother, Hubert van 
Eyck (d. 1426), during their lifetime and soon after their death. Contemporaries gave 
Hubert an epitaph »a better painter than him was never found«, which indeed seems to 
refer to the modern, individualistic notion of artist, while Jan was called »second in art«. 
Given the geographical and temporal distance between Van Eyck’s career and Vasa-
ri’s account of great artists, some broad historical analysis is necessary to explain their 
similarities. The earliest and most influential explanation comes from Jacob Burck-
hardt’s Die Kultur der Renaissance in Italien (1860). Burckhardt associated the arrival 
of the »artist« with a more general rise of individuality in the late medieval and early 
modern period. From his perspective, the mosaic of smaller city states and despotic 
regimes across Italy, unified neither by the Papacy nor the Empire, created the conditi-
ons for rulers to develop and maintain their power through the calculated manipulation 
of political networks and opportunities. The state, in such precarious conditions, was 
itself »a work of art«, and the retainers and advisors of rulers, including their poets and 
artists, had to assess and act on their individual capacities and resources to survive as 
well as advance their careers. Although centred on the Peninsula, Burckhardt’s correla-
tion between state formation and the rise of individuality created a general model for 
cultural development, one in which Italy was »the first-born among the sons of modern 
Europe«.  
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In the first half of the twentieth century, a series of Marxist art historians sought to 
revise Burckhardt’s thesis. Scholars such as Frederick Antal, Meyer Schapiro and 
Arnold Hauser maintained Burckhardt’s association of the artist with freedom and crea-
tivity, but found the conditions for such freedom in productive labour. This allowed the 
origins of the modern artist to be pushed back into the artisanal classes of the Middle 
Ages. This form of argument had already been developed in the 1920s and 1930s by 
Schapiro, who saw in the monstrous and acrobatic themes of Romanesque sculpture an 
expression of a secular culture of burghers and craftsmen. In The Social History of Art 
(1951) Hauser also stressed the importance of a rationalised, capitalist economy to Re-
naissance art and, in doing so, emphasised the cultural continuities between the Middle 
Ages and the Renaissance. An alternative position that reaffirmed the distinctive nature 
of Florence was made by Antal in his conclusion to his Florentine Painting and its 
Social Background (1947). He claimed that »the social origin of these modern artists 
was often no longer the artisan class; they sprang from middle-class surroundings and 
became artists from talent and conviction.« For each of these writers, the formation of 
commercial societies was the precondition for the development of an alleged burgher 
class who were able to operate outside the confines of feudal authority. Hauser applied 
this view to Van Eyck and this position also survived in later Van Eyck scholars, notably 
Hans Belting and Craig Harbison. 
The twentieth-century Marxist tradition seems to have been less concerned with 
Burckhardt’s Italocentrism. Although Burckhardt himself acknowledges that Hubert and 
Jan van Eyck »suddenly lifted a veil from nature« and that they influenced Italian art, 
these remarks do not constitute a comparative account of the development of the artist 
between Italy and Flanders. Such a task was left to a series of French, Belgian and Dutch 
scholars who advocated for their national traditions. Louis Courajod (1841–1896), a 
professor at the École du Louvre, argued that Burgundian and Flemish painters formed a 
school that initiated a European-wide Renaissance and in which Van Eyck was a prin-
ciple figure. Courajod’s thesis influenced monumental exhibitions such as the seminal 
Exposition des primitifs flamands à Bruges of 1902. Johan Huizinga (1872–1945), in-
spired by this exhibition, developed an alternative and even more influential view of 
Flemish painting. He saw in Van Eyck’s work the swansong of medieval society, one of 
the expressions of a courtly and chivalric culture gradually decaying at the same moment 
as the Italian Renaissance was emerging. 
In retrospect, the fact that there was no Marxist analysis of, or alternative to, 
Huizinga’s work or those of his predecessors seems like a missed opportunity. Instead, 
the first attempted comparative, sociological analysis of fifteenth-century Flemish and 
Italian artists arose in the work of the American anthropologist Alfred Kroeber, a stu-
dent of Franz Boas. In his wide-ranging work Configurations of Cultural Growth 
(1944), Kroeber analysed the economic, political and cultural preconditions for the 
development of »genius«. He surveyed societies and artists across cultures as diverse as 
ancient Egypt and Greece, China from the ancient to the modern eras, medieval Japan, 
Renaissance Italy and, indeed Flanders during the life of Jan van Eyck »under whom the 
great development of Netherlands painting begins«. But, despite recognising the Flemish 
painting as a cultural achievement distinct from Italian influence, he could not account 
for the coinciding »florescence« of painting in both of these nations. On the level of 
drawing general conclusions, his comparative and functionalist approach was a failure.  
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It was only by the late eighties that a scholar working within the tradition of the social 
history of art addressed the appearance of the artist in Europe from a perspective that 
accommodated both northern and southern Europe. In Hofkünstler (1985), Martin 
Warnke located the origins of the artist’s self-identity and freedom of expression in the 
courts rather than the towns. He uses Van Eyck as an example of an artist that the court 
allowed to work outside the supposed restrictions of the painters’ guild. This view of 
Van Eyck is one that goes back to Max J. Friedländer, who Warnke quotes: »Freedom 
from compulsory membership of a guild made it easier for the master in princely service 
to break with tradition«. This negative view on the economic and innovative effects of 
craft guilds is one that went back to the influential medieval historian Henri Pirenne and 
even further to Adam Smith. Such an attention to court societies allowed Warnke to 
demonstrate similar cultural developments across southern and northern Europe. Never-
theless, he maintained Burckhardt’s association between the artist, freedom and indivi-
duality. In doing so, he projected the dialectic between freedom and corporatism onto 
the courts and towns, isolating each from the other, and thereby foreclosing any analysis 
of their economic and cultural interrelationships.  
Today, it seems that Burckhardt’s connection between the artist and individuality has 
come to a dead end. By looking for the specific environmental conditions for such indi-
viduality, scholars have underestimated the complexity of the social field in which artists 
operated, a field that included not only the towns, the church and the courts, but also 
their interaction. Furthermore, the opposition between the free and modern artist against 
the corporate medieval artisan creates a periodisation that projects a post-industrial 
»bourgeois« consciousness back onto the fifteenth century. As an alternative, historians 
of the late twentieth and twentieth-first century, such as David Gary Shaw and Gervase 
Rosser, have revised the assumption that the development of collective identities would 
be at the expense of individual expression and vice versa. Such historians have argued 
that social standing and participation within a city, guild or confraternity could underline 
one’s individuality, rather than diminish it.  
A second tradition of Marxist scholarship holds a similar position. However, if we 
first return to Marx, we can see that such an understanding of the artist was not only 
possible in the nineteenth century before Burckhardt published his magnum opus, but 
also one Marx opposed to the Burckhardtian association of the artist with the free indi-
vidual. In response to Max Stirner’s statement that Raphael’s works are »of a unique 
individual which only this unique person is capable of producing«, Marx and Engels 
write in The German Ideology (1845–46):  
»If he were to compare Raphael with Leonardo da Vinci and Titian, he would see 
how greatly Raphael’s works of art depended on the flourishing of Rome at that 
time, which occurred under Florentine influence, while the works of Leonardo de-
pended on the state of things in Florence, and the works of Titian, at a later period, 
depended on the totally different development of Venice. Raphael as much as any 
other artist was determined by the technical advances in art made before him, by the 
organisation of society and the division of labour in his locality, and, finally, by the 
division of labour in all the countries with which his locality had intercourse. 
Whether an individual like Raphael succeeds in developing his talent depends whol-
ly on demand, which in turn depends on the division of labour and the conditions of 
human culture resulting from it.« 
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In sum, the individual and their creativity do not precede society, waiting for conditi-
ons of freedom, but are rather produced by a society and its particular labour processes. 
This was also a key component of Marx’s economic thought. In both his introduction to 
the Grundrisse (1857–58) as well as in the first volume of Capital (1867), Marx discus-
ses the figure of Robinson Crusoe to deride the view of the individual in classical eco-
nomics. His own position, as explained in the introduction to these texts, was that: »The 
human being is in the most literal sense a ζῶον πολιτικόν, not merely a gregarious ani-
mal, but an animal which can individuate itself only in the midst of society.«   
Marx did not turn his attention to Burckhardt’s work. A critique of Burckhardt simi-
lar to that Marx made of Stirner only appears decades later when Antonio Gramsci sket-
ched some ideas on Renaissance humanism within his prison notebooks.2 Developing 
his position by commenting on the ideas of Burckhardt, Francesco de Sanctis, Ernst 
Walser and Vittorio Rossi, Gramsci was able to position cultural developments in Re-
naissance Italy within a European perspective. He distinguished between two humanist 
currents: a »regressive« and Latinate one made of the functionaries of Papal and local 
nobilities, and a »progressive« and vernacular one comprised of »bourgeois« intellectu-
als in the service of nation states. Whereas, for Gramsci, the former eventually succee-
ded in Italy, the latter were dominant in northern Europe, especially through the in-
fluence of the Reformation. The formation of a cosmopolitan class of humanist 
intellectuals in Italy was therefore split between different classes, and it was but one 
influence within a more general Renaissance culture that was developing across Europe 
from the eleventh century.  
Gramsci’s analysis is undoubtedly vague, especially for our purposes in that it is con-
cerned with humanism generally rather than art more specifically. Nevertheless, it pro-
vides a framework to be revised and developed in that it analyses the formation and 
agency of individuals in terms of their status as intellectuals. This idea is salient to un-
derstanding Van Eyck’s career, which seems to mark a transition for painters from what 
Gramsci would call »organic intellectuals« (those with a technical and specialised know-
ledge of a craft and connected to new classes in society), to »traditional intellectuals« 
(those who are considered specialists in traditions of philosophy and culture and support 
the traditional ruling classes). That Van Eyck was aware of his position between these 
two types of intellectual is evident in his recurring motto, als ich kann (»I do as I can«). 
This phrase expresses a craft ideology that values humble service and the dignity of 
labour. However such modesty rings false. Indeed, such mottos with obscure wordplay 
were more often adopted by the nobility at court as well as the urban culture of Burgun-
dian rhetoricians. Even if he was not directly influenced by humanism, Van Eyck can 
thus be compared to Italian artists in that he presents his knowledge and abilities as 
exceeding those of the humble craftsman. The basic similarities between Van Eyck and 
his Italian counterparts is that their careers and self-presentations do not mark a shift 
from artisans to artists (however the latter is defined) but rather, more concretely, from 
organic to traditional intellectuals.  
Gramsci’s ideas have already had some influence within art history, making their way 
into the discipline through the highly influential work of Michael Baxandall. In inter-
views with Allan Langdale and Hans Ulrich Obrist, Baxandall states how important 
Gramsci and his concept of the intellectual were to his research and teaching. Indeed, 
Alberto Frigo has recently pointed out how, throughout his output, from Giotto and the 
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Orators (1971) to Words for Pictures (2003), Baxandall’s central concerns are consis-
tently Gramscian.3 Baxandall would analyse the commonly used phrases and ideas used 
for describing and assessing images, and he grounded their origin in the social, technical 
and economic skills and interactions of the artists and their patrons. Such a method is 
famously evident in his term »Period Eye«. This concept attracted the predictable charge 
of Hegelianism from Ernst Gombrich. Baxandall’s defence, as stated in his 1994 inter-
view, was that »I thought I was sticking to skills«; in other words, the specialised forms 
of knowledge and practice that can also define the organic intellectual. Baxandall was a 
selective reader of Gramsci. In his interviews he states how Gramsci’s concept of hege-
mony did not appeal to him. As Frigo notes, Baxandall’s work is therefore synchronic 
rather than diachronic, mapping fields of experience and culture rather than their internal 
conflicts, differences and resulting transformations. It is therefore unsurprising that the 
warmest reception for his ideas came not from Marxist art historians (indeed, T. J. Clark 
was critical of Baxandall’s analytical elision of class conflict and ideology) but rather 
from the fields of cultural anthropology, with both Clifford Geertz and Pierre Bourdieu 
writing extensive and positive responses to Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Centu-
ry Italy (1972). They praised Baxandall’s ability to reveal the mediations between art 
and other practices within the social and cultural field, a central concern of their own 
research. In particular, Bourdieu’s work on social, symbolic and cultural capital provi-
des further means to ground Baxandall’s and Gramsci’s ideas within further lines of 
mediation between the economy and culture. Such a multi-dimensional model of capital 
accumulation would be essential to mapping the cultural environment in which Van 
Eyck operated. What we call, perhaps anachronistically, the Burgundian State (some 
prefer to speak of a composite monarchy) formed a field that was highly responsive to 
prestige, symbolic communication and clientage and operated in a constant interaction 
with the developed economies of the Netherlandish towns. Cultural, symbolic and social 
capital were therefore concentrated to a high degree within the Burgundian court and 
towns, producing the materials conditions for its »Renaissance« or »ars nova«. 
Yet, as with Baxandall’s work, Bourdieu’s does not address social transformation. 
Although his expanded categories of capital are heavily influenced by Marxist thought 
and can describe the forms of status artists and their patrons fostered, they are designed 
to account for how social fields reproduce themselves rather than how they originated 
and transform. At this stage, we should therefore define a third possible Marxist rea-
dings of the »artist«, one in which they do not simply emerge within particular economic 
and cultural fields, but rather become artists by attaining some form of hegemonic lea-
dership within them. Van Eyck did not simply provide his clients with cultural and sym-
bolic capital, but sought it for himself, as is evident in his als ich kann motto. His suc-
cess in doing so was vital to the status he attained in Burgundy and across Europe (both 
then and now). A return to Gramsci is therefore an underexplored avenue for Marxist art 
historians, one that emphasises more emphatically the important role of hegemony. 
Marxist scholarship that maps how »cultural producers« or »artisans in the luxury in-
dustry«, particularly those working at the economic, cultural and social peripheries, 
achieved their hegemonic position as artists would depend on writing a history of class 
interest and the strategies and ideologies used to extend it. Such a story might prove 
difficult for an audience accustomed to the idea of the artist as a »genius«, but for an 
artist like Van Eyck it is persuasive and compelling. 
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